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AESTRACT - : 
Public health nurses (n=191) were queried regarding 
their observatiofis of alienation in families who abuse their 
children. Comparison_was made of social isolation and: -powerlessness 
“din abusive families anda control -group of non-abusive families, 
through the Internal-External Locus of Control Scale and FIRO-B, vith . 
. significant differences ncted in, both social isolation and 
powerlessness. Nurse respondents. provided additional’ informaticn for 
ccmparison regarding support systems available to families in times 
. of crisis, numbers of friends, communication with spouses, and 
integration into the community Interferences in learning of the 
parental role was assessed through a number of indicators including -- 
ability to deal with the child's behavior and the parent's 
unrealistic expectations cf the child. All of the hypotheses were . 
‘sustained, with the exception of the unrealistic expectations of the 
child, whichcnly fartially- discriminated at a significant level of 
confidence. (Author) o 
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‘One nyndred: end atnety one \ perks health nurses i a queried regarding 


dees ~ their observations of alienation in Families who abuse thefe children, © ee 
‘Comparison was made of social *Solation and cee piaesnees. thi abusive 


| “ “” 


families. and a control group of poets families, through the Internal, 


External eee of Control Scale an FIRO- 8, with significant differences Se a] mS 
noted in both ocial isolation ani: powerlessness: ‘Nurse al Beez 


vided: addi tio al information for comparison regarding support systens " 7; aie 


‘' available to amilies in times ‘uF cri is nuabeee of friends, ‘communication 


with spouses 


and taeegratton| Inn ie cant. iiterPerehead stn Tearn- ° 
, , ing. of ‘the arental role was assessed ae a number of indicators, 
including a ity, to > deal with the child's behavior and the parent's un- 


realistic xpectations af the child. “All of nis sa a Rls eas 


LONELY PARENTS: 
OBSERVATIONS BY PUBLIC HEALTH NURSES OF 


ALIENATION IW CHILD ABUSE ( 
q . - 


: a eee - ry 
‘ ~s 


It, has Jong ‘been recagnzed that. families who abuse their children 
are isélated and Tonelys however, little attore has been made to deter- 


eile the degree to witch this" alienation is experienced. Prior research 


. Infchild abuse has been descriptiye in nature, consisting of subjective 


re) ervations, which lack empirical data to support, claims of reliability - 
1 Na 
d-yaljdity and with nen ls ‘too ‘smal - allow ‘generalizations. Few 


1 cJ 


nyest gators have actual ly attenpted to test empirical hypotheses ; is 


Deir ‘results are not too" useful in ahuetdattog ‘ways in which families 


a 


i abuse their children differ in alienation resem, those who do no? abuse. 


a} 


is exploratory = a ‘compared altenation between a group of families 
e 
who, were recognized as abusive by Public Health nurses ‘with a group of 


families with no history of abuse. me Sea 


PROBLEM AND HYPOTHESES: 


Young, Feeoretig, ona study of 300 fami lies known to ela ik wae 
found that bbustve parents “generally arume no “one do” not yisit other 


‘people, and .seldom- Invite others Into bial? ‘poe e They rarely Join 
, A 
groups ¢ or arganteactons,” “and tend to be possessive of their children. 


. * 4 
hey oppose friendGhips and personal attachments between persons outside 


‘ 


the family and their children, bie? and other fayastYeatoré ay os 


i feune sources of emotional support---fewer close Frjands, neighbors, 
; - ' ; 3 ‘ 


Ps 
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“~—“relatives, and fewer memberships ‘Tn groups or organ zationg. Abustve 


parents lead lives which have been described as-"alienated, social, or . 


e 


isohated''. Helfer says a wall of isolation is butIt up, keeping an abusive 


parent from turning to others. for help.® 


ye Justice and Justtce’ also report that a lot. of anger’ and tension was 


ee *  pullt up between mates in ‘their therapy group of abusive parents as a 
] result of the parents being shut of f from friends, from each other, and . 


from their own feelings and needs.2 Much of their therapeutic effort 
"was focused on getting the abusive'parents to ''gpen up'' and reach out. 
i» ‘ 
of disorgantzation 


a, Families of today reflect profoundly adverse effects 


ecy {n American society. Bfonfenbrenner comments: maf / : - 
. eal = ¥ a s 


: # 
8 When relationships of-emotional security an trust are under- , re _ 
e mined between family members, when it is made atetieule to care 
for, educate and enjoy one's children, when there is mo support v 


. ) Bs 
: or Neco ion from the outside world for one's role jas a parent, 


-and when time spent within one's fami ly nen frustration of 


; te , ‘ 
career, personal fulfillment and peace of mind,.conSequences for 


* .  * the child are apparent not only in social and emotional maladjust- ,& 


3 ‘ | ’ 
’ ment but even in-actual antisocial acts injurious to the child...20 


\ » 5 - . 5 ° 


a a ; \ 


~ And as the family is rapidly transformed by those Forces within re 
society that. isolate and @yagnent individuals stil) nore, as family & 
‘size continues to décrease and dikaniea kin become increasin i inaccess~ 
ible, many young people enter parenthood without any experience’ in the 
; . 3 


. care of a child until ving their own, It, is within the family, we are 
, , . 


oi y - : . | . 
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reninded, that the greatest of needs: must be fulfilled-*-the development 


. 


of a person---and to fulfill that essential task, Its present Isolation 


must somehow be broken. |! 


Isolation in abusive fant lies Js also accompanied by a shone of power- 


lessness, Powerlessness. is the. expectancy held by an Individual that his a 


ae 


own behavior cdnnot ‘detefntne the out ome he seeks. | This oe of 
alienation has far-reaching 0 In: the functioning 9 abusive 


parents. 


; ; fies 
A series of studies on different groups ranging from schaal children | 


12. to tuberculosis Retgents in onto, 3 have, Geparstewtad 


+h 


across the country, 


i3 + 
that the sense of powerlessness is associated with inferior kbow ledge! 


Seeman reported that low, knowledge acquisition prevails not only for 
~ ¢ x : F ' 
health relevant knowledge and school achfevement, but for a broad, range 


of control relevant knowledge, e.g., facts about: housing Integration among / 
Blacks, !9 parole knowlédge among reformatory inmates, '6 and political a 3 
knowledge in the community at large. !7 By presumption, the sense of "low 


fate control" (or powerlessness) Jéads to poor learning. As the indt- 


vidual is convinced his rewards are not contingent upon his own behavior, | Ps 
e 5 5 


there is not much instrumental value. in learning or seif > improvement, 
This relationship between powerlessness and, low Rrowledge acquisition,'has 
been shown to apply both cross-culturally and in qa wide range of behavior Rid 


relevant ‘to fatecpatlans a? ? 


‘+ The feeling. of pOverlessness is expressed clinically as the emotion of 


e 


berptestice 2h" A sample of physicians afd osteopaths recently identified 


feeli-gs of helplessness: if, dealing with their child's crying, disobedience, , 


- 6 
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and misbehavior as the most Striking characteristic they had observed in 


parents who'had abused their child.2! This helplessness which develops- 


when a person believes himself unable to control the outcome of life eve ts 
and fails to see that his actions: make a difference, makes @ person les 


pativeed jo try. 22 -+t-may be hypothesized that parents who feel power ess . 


. 


donot léarn haw to deal constructively with their. children. 
C 3 { . 


ae: ramification of ‘the lack of knowledge of parenting skills’ is seen, in  9oss 


abusive parents! unrealistic expectations of their child. Many parents who 


abuse their children are IReneNG in information concerning child deve lop- 


ment and appropriate aiethads for modifying child behavior, about the .wide a ae 
‘range of individual differences in the ages tn which children are bi 


— . -_ > { 


ready forsuch social acts’as bladder or spf{ncter control or reading ‘readi- 
23-2h os , a . , Sag 


logically’ 


ness. ¢ 


“It is‘net unusual for the Public Health nurse, on her home visit, to 


*, 


~" recognize a mother in extreme distress over the behavior of her child.29 F 


. 


. Becadse of training and experience, she can also establish an easy rapport id 
* . with feat ites and gain- insight aout their difficulties ane problems. She 
sey usually has an Intimate’ kiwaledga, of. the people involved, | “enety cultural 
: i and social PERE RTERE SENET their home envi ronnent, and may draw on her _ he 


previous experiences with the funtliiess The nurse may also gain easy access 
. a 
into homes. For many years, families “in all walls of life have been sensi-_ 


“tizéd to accept home visits from nurses than from any ather health and 


— had a 
welfare workers 2° i ae ae \ se ES : 
a "HYPOTHESES - * =a s : be 


a : * . 


Two, dimensions of alienation which have been shown to* characterize. . 
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* .<parents who abuse their children are social isolation and powerlessness. 


, . a 
. . 


The Pol lewtag hypotheses were advanced.and tested during thé study: 
Social Isolation. Hypotheses. Parents who abuse net -children, when 
compared to a control group, manifest “elon ftcantly more ‘social isolation. 
ts This “social isolation expresses itself in thelr reduced social — 


fetactdnsbins outside ene Hinds. and in reduced support. systems 


when they need someone to turn to In times of stress. 


Isolated parents share less of themselves in communication with: 
; . ” 
thelr spouses. 


They also show less integration into the community through parti- 


. s 
cipation In organizations and associations. 


” Powerlessness Hypotheses. Parents: who abuse their children, when c¢om= 


pared to.a control group, manifest, significantly more powerlessness. 
1. ThIs powerlessness interferes with their learning of the paren 
. fats as senteten in their faliesenass to deal constiuddiesiy 
‘with their children when they’ cry, misbehave, or -disobey. 


2. _Their lack of knowJedge of child development due to this powerless= 
_ hess also leads these parents to hold ‘unrealistic expectations of 


{ mM . = 
their eieteas in areas such as toilet training, eating habits, and 


ee a . 
meeting the parents' own emotional needs. ~ 


METHODOLOGY 


. 
. 


The study population was obtained nega the 1974-1975 directory of ' 


- 


Ok lahbma Public Health urea: Nunes were numbé¥ed sequentially in each. 


county ‘in the ‘state, and even-numbered nurses were asked to indicate 


€ \ » / 
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) 
families who had abused their children, A control| group consisted of an 


“equal number of nurses assigned odd-numbers, and asked to indicate fami lies 


* ..in which no abuse had ever occurred. a: 


oo. 


Thgstady procedure consisted of a tworpart thai led questionnaire design- 


wed to, secure information about the fani lies to be studied in the following .- 
o - . NY 


areas: socia] background ‘of drone arid abivad children; history and nature | ‘ 


« 


‘of the abuse act’; soctal relat onehins, integration into the communi ty, and 


‘ 


, functioning ef the parents in the parental role;'measures of soctal isolation 


: and powerlessness; and attitudes of the nurses toward the perpetrators of 


abuse, Those nurses asi gine even- pk were. to pompinte questionnaires 
‘from their experierices with abusive .famtlies with whom ey had worked . In- 
_the preceeding 6 ‘months, while odd-numbered nurses were to respond from ex- 
periences with fami lies who had never abused their children Stor the. same ¢ 


‘period of:time, This time Sealsion reduced the number’ of, usable questionn- 


“aires, as many of the even-numbered nurses had not s&één a fami ly with abused 


\ 
children durifg that time. The qusepionnatves were accompanied by a letter 
‘ li 
bE -endorsement from the ‘Director of Nurses at the State Health Department, 
a. 


* e 
‘, ‘ 


vist in part ‘explained the high} (803) response to the survey. 


INSTRUMENTS 


Two well established instruments, the I-E Scale of Julian Rotter 27 and 


FIRO-B of William Schutz, 28 were used to secure the desired data on power- 
‘ . ’ s 


. 


‘ lessness and social isolation. 
Rotter describes the I-E Scale as a 29-jtem fixed choice test whose 
items relate to the subject's expectancies about the world. It is an oper- 


ational expression of the locus of control, differentiating between persons’. 


7 Y 
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‘with internal. and external locus of control. The person séeing an event 
Te us i * . a ; ; . ' , 
a& contingent upon his own behavior or own characteristics is said to 


-believe-in internal control, whereas the person interpreting events as 
ol r 
"| following upon some action, but not being entirely contingent .upon it, 


‘as a result of chance or fate is sald to believe in external control.’ - 


“Studies of reliability and discriminant validity show the IFE Beale to 


“have reasonable .homogenity or internal consfstency, ‘and good indiscrimi- 
nant ability is indicated by low relationships with variables such ‘as. 
~ . i) nutes 
social desirability, adjustment, need for approval, pr Intelligence. 


FIRO-B, thé Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Scale, was selected - 
‘ . 


as a measure df social isolation as it measures how an individual chara- 


cteristically behaves as» he relates to others in the dreas of affection, 
control, and inclusion. It is composed of 53 items to.be answered on a 


stx-point Likert type scale, The Inclusion sub-scale of .FIRO-B was used 
e . , ; ®; 
for the study as it measures the need to establish and maintain a satis- 
‘ : ~ 
factory relationship with peoples maf 


Nine statements were also rated by nurse respondents on a six-point 


Likert type scale which ranged from "usual ly"! to "never''. These statements 


a the’ families' social relationships, support systems, communication | : 


with their spouses, ability to deal ith their child's; behavior, and un- 


realistic expectations of the child by the parent. 


RESULTS . . i | 

Social ltsolation Hypotheses. hen the social isolation score computed 
_ from the Incluston sub=scale of FIRO-B was compared between the abuse and 

control groups,’ there uaeee sas hinent difference (x2 = 40.28, 27 df, 


P = .05; Cramer's V = .84). ‘The direction was as hypothesized, with the 


"og 10 7 
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Sous Be ‘fant ties whe abused thete children more social ly isolated, This ‘* 
1 finding drew ‘further tiepork when other variables pertaining to social | 
‘ Jsolation were compared through analysis: of the Likert scales. Abdésive 
families were perceived by the nurses as having fewer friends outside the 
immediate fani-ly (x? = 7.52, 2 dfy'P = ‘02; Cramer's. V = 39). They were 
also found, as Boab lonsad to hase signi icantly fewer persons to pation os 
“they, could turn in times of stress or crisis (x? = 6. 22, 2 df, P= S05). 
Furthermore, the differences ies amdunt of sharing of exiamurteatton 
‘between Sanueile in the abuse and control groups were significant, ‘with 
less sharing by the abusive couples (x2 = 14,21, 3 df, P = .00265-.Cramer's 
NV 8). ‘Other variables, such as the availability of books, magazines, 
eransnareat ian, and telephones measured the integration of the fami lies 
‘ tate their. communities. Only church membership and unlisted phones fail- 
: “ed to discriminate between grtups atr extremely low tests of confidence. 


Thus ye ey conclude, with a reasonable degree of confidence, that all the 


hypotheses relating to social Tsolation are subtatied by the data of the 


stydy. . ore a Oe 
(Insert Table 1 in the text here) | 
; ‘ 
Powerlessness Hypotheses. As surmised, when the abusive group of 
fani rf was compared with the non-abuse* control group, thefr powerless- 
ness scorq computed from the I-E Scale was remarkably larger (X? = 38.4, 


1 df, P = .001). This remained true when factors of race, religion, age, 


and occupation were held constant. 


; ; ih (Insert Table:.2 in the text here) } ee fig 
: : 
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~ When learning of ‘the parental srole was analyzed through. the parent's 
° i ‘ ; ; 1 


e : % We " ? 
bility to deal constructively with the child's crying and ‘ ehavior, 
. # - a a a ety? 4 


significant differences were again noted between the abuse and control 


. , | 


groups. 


5 . ‘ -- . ; \ 


. (Insert Table 3 in the text here) 


The ramatanng cluster of variables measuring powerlessness referred 
to the unrealistic einecka tions held by the parent for the child, and 
auneetotna ly did not Supoore. the findings of the literature anda other Bon 
. investigations. In these two groups of families few di ferences were 
noted in their expectations of the child. Onl} one item, "Did they feel 
their Keevensatake should know whén they were. upset and be wspdetaliy 
good then?" discriminated Bebe the groups at a significant level of 
confidence (x? = 6.60, 2 df, p = .03; Cramer's V = .37). 7% 
; Previous findings have shown abusive parents to have a high exceeteney ; 


and demand for the child's per foimartce; and a corresponding disregard 

for thé child's own needs, limited abilities, and helplessness. As the 
caseloads of Puhlic Health nurses are comprised of’ families of a broad ! 
“range of income levels, it is difficult to conclude if social class differ- 
ences may-have confounded these findings through differences in child 

rearing practices. . ; és 


tf 
= J 


(Insert Table 4 in the text here) 


Altisough the striking difference in powerlessness as measured by the 
I-E Scale between the abusive and control groups confirms the prediction 


ew 2 12 | oc 


‘ 
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that the abusive group of families would be more. powerless, the data are 


a 


, not 55 Hleae concerning the teprhine of the pdrental role. There are. tn- 
‘dreactess that abusive parents do ‘not learn those skills necessary to cope r 
.with their child's behavior, but less Indication that their uc Wesdhnee 
colors their expectations of the child. More controlled research seems 
indicated by this exploratory Study to determine if this may be a function 


of sates cl4ss differences in child rearing Practices rather than a chara- 


cteristic unt que to abusive parents. 


LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 


Public Heal th nurses’ were chosen as respondents because of. their ready 


s 


access to homes throughout the State, and their. training ‘which enables them 
to ‘recognize inappropriate child management aractices and fami ly aetactions ; 
-ing., Although it would have been dexiranle, Uf. poss hiss. to have queried 
shcaiue parents. directly, they were riot aval lable to the Irivesti'gator. 
While the validity of. the nurses! perceptions of ‘their famt lies in- respond= 
; - ing. to the instruments used to measure social tsolation and powerlessness. 
ss “nfght be-questioned, never SHereeey: -those- findings were more than adequate a : 
on ly substantiated by enpirical data nurses supplied oe thelr caserecords 
“ which differentiated between the abusive: and: control groups at even: great~. 


er levels of significance. Rags clonal Suppartines afforded by. the Likert : 


| scales ‘through which the nurses Indi eatba their observations of the fami Vies* 


2". . * 3 r : : * LY 


functioning. ergeke 3 * . aT 


tue 
F * 
soiree os see 
n i 


* That respondents w were unaware of tbh purpose of. the instruments used 


- to measure ec eercery and answered without bles, was Indicated ‘by’ thelr 


x 


ee se 
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comments such, as "What does this ‘have’ to do sak child abuse?" Another 


possiblé source of bias was avoided as quavtignnatres gompleted be nurses 
| e _ who indicated they were unfamiliar with’ their district or faint lies were 
rejected. Commefts accompanying questionnaires returned by nurses who 
had worked with abused children indicated they were Jeeongly mot vated 


x . 
to.participate in the’survey, thus it is felt that nurses who did not ats 


~ : respond were probably ones without contact with the problem.” 
- It is. unfortunate that public health records contain no other ‘indteator 
of Social class than occupation, as findings would have been considerably . 


-# strengthened if more stringent socio-economic controls had been possible. 
? 2 “ vy - ' 


; "7 SUMMARY 
e = . \ We 4 , » ; 
Previous research in the area of child abuse has revealed that persons © 
; °° ‘ ; . 
who abuse ‘their children are Isolated, powerless, and lonely parents. " 


ante study was an ene to explicate the factors of alienation’ ‘whi ch’ 
differentiate, the abusive from the non-abusive fami ly, One hundred and. 
ntnatyeone Public Health nurses were contacted by questionnatre regard~ 
Ing fani lies in. their caseloads. Data regarding families who’ had abused 
eo their chi tared were eohiiared with a contro} group of families who had 


N€ver abused their children, 


On _ 


As had been BYPSENEST Zee abusive families were *found to be both-nore 
soctally isplated and powertess. They have fewer social relationships 
. Outside’ "the family, and fewer ‘persons to whom they could turn: i cines: of 


e 


- erties The” latter” Vs! qruclaty as fan i 


| , seminstaniin order to, be able to cope with- the an that avive wish s. 


i ti ee “hh ‘ *% . 
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Abusive adi communicate less with ete spouses, and their isolation 
is’ ‘reduced ‘only’ when, they can sicane the Other! Ss Feelings in give and take ; 
and share more.of cHeniel ves’: ‘The lack of Integration of the abusive * ° 
families into their communi ty was indicated through a paucity of books, - + 
if sraviaee. telephones, and transportation=-~cohtact with the pulehie world. 7 s 
Even when race, a le age, and occupation, were gonstdeved, abusive 
pa®ents scored higher in powerlessness than non-abus ive parents. _This 
s' , powerlessness Is wpe their attitudes: toward learning i self- 


improvement as parents. As they feel powerless they lack motivation to - vo 


; as learn il skills for use in modifying th ir child's behavior. Although 
“it had also see anticipated that their lack of knowledge of cht ld develop- 
ment would lead to unrealistic expectations of the child, the differences 
bébieen the abusive and control| groups ware not stgntficant, with the ex-: 
* seabbten of one variable, "Did the parents feel their prabachiolere sioula 
know when they ‘were upset nd be especially good then?". ‘Investigators / aged 
‘who have stindied dlfferen es in child rearing practices~~~e.g., the ways a 
in which ‘infants and latet children are ras weaned, toflet tratned, and 
é oi ettiadacdune found significant py a between middle and lower 
classes. Thus it would not be safe to generalize too broadly from these ; 7 - 
Findings due to a possibl confounding by soctal class differences due, 


to the abetleanity t in mat ian an and control anys + socio-econoni cally. 30 


dn In need o sauna 6 or PAySNIAEYSe sreateeyte me SUperN 


“bad! or criminals who stiould be jailed or: in some other way punished, 


‘ # ‘ - . “45 | 46 mM, 5 ; ’ ij 
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LONELY PARENTS ~ a es ca ee As 
i . bey pean _ | 
; , i ” 
f ‘ Many expressed concern for. “the ‘safety of the shildren involved, and ae 


oa ee 
frequently felt tie entid  ahqutd be rane from the home: until some, assur~ ‘ 


“sage was. réceived that” ‘treatment of “the: parents had been effective. 


he Sugges tions: were made ‘ by some for improved education in child ale wae 
a sush as’ parenting, nae - high’ schools. Others felt that Jaws relating. 
to chia abuse should il strengthened, to afford: child abuse professionals 


. more authori ty “th yorking’ ‘with Femi tins, “A recurrent’ theme. Tn responses 


} - ; + to the survey was the concern felt bi, Public. Health nurses for. the welfare: o 


‘ 
. 


ation Bis of children gn ‘ther fami Ties, and wid Tngness to become involved, with a 


o a F ste N 
; recognition of the “uniqueness of each chtid abuse, situation and the needs 


= for aed evaluation. sn ’ ate ‘. , SS 
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